The GCSE music examination is the principal form of accredited study for students aged 15+. (More students take the examination than previously took GCE O-level and CSE examinations combined.) For this reason the examination is generally thought of as a success. An analysis is made of uptake rates during the period 1994-8 and comparisons are made with uptake rates in other optional subjects. Based on this evidence, a suggestion is made that GCSE music is not as successful or attractive to students as is commonly thought. An assumption is made that there are factors that make this situation surprising and worth further research. Some possible reasons for the current situation are explored.
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Music is becoming more popular as a GCSE subject. More than 40,000 students sat the GCSE music examination this year and the number taking the subject at A-level rose to 6,500. (Burnett, 1996) It is true, however, that the small run of statistics on public examination results that are available show music's slice of the creative arts cake is small, although stable. (Gammon, 1996) In many schools, the proportion of pupils who continue to study music in Key Stage 4 is rising, and in some more than one quarter of pupils take a GCSE course. The low popularity of music in some schools is a matter for concern, and is often linked with inadequate provision in Key Stage 3. (Mills, 1997) The apparent disagreement over how successful the GCSE music examination is (as measured by the number of pupils taking the subject) necessitates closer scrutiny of the data. Four key questions will be addressed:
(1) Are national GCSE music entries, as a proportion of the cohort, increasing? (2) How does the percentage of a cohort opting for music compare with other curriculum subjects? (Since a measure of the success of GCSE music might be how likely pupils are to opt for music when faced with choice.) (3) Are there any signi®cant features within the uptake data which suggest that further investigation may be desirable, for example gender, area of school, type of school, A±C pass rates and points scores? (4) Does the GCSE music examination attract a range of candidates? (If music uptake rates are low a hypothesis explaining the phenomena might be rooted in the pro®le of the candidates.)
Examination of music GCSE entries as a proportion of the cohort
The proportion of pupils taking GCSE music (expressed as a percentage of the cohort) is fairly consistent at around 6.8 per cent and may show a very small increasing trend. Generally it could probably be best described as stable (see Fig. 1 ).
A comparison with uptake rates in other subject areas A useful starting point might be other`arts' subjects (here de®ned as art and drama). Compared to art and drama music attracts signi®cantly lower numbers (see Fig. 2 ). Pupils are, on average, ®ve times more likely to opt for art and twice as likely to opt for drama. This ratio remains consistent between 1994 and 1998.
A comparison between music and a wider range of subjects, all of which are optional choices for Key Stage 4 pupils, con®rms music's relative unpopularity. The choice for the subjects used in the comparison has been made upon the basis that they are optional at Key Stage 4. English, mathematics and science (and for a short period design and technology and modern foreign languages) were compulsory subjects and therefore excluded.
For 1996 (the year in which Burnett, Gammon and Mills express different views) the subject comparisons are as shown in Figure 3 .
The 1995 ®gures con®rm that this was a typical year (see Fig. 4 ).
Other signi®cant factors within the uptake rates data
Having established a benchmark position for GCSE music uptake rates we need to interrogate the data more closely to note any factors which may have a bearing on the relatively low uptake. Examination of the relative numbers of boys and girls taking GCSE music shows that girls are signi®cantly more likely to take the subject than boys (see Fig. 5 ). 
Points score and A±C pass rates
Can the data give us further information about the pro®le of the relatively small number of pupils who are opting for GCSE music? Are they, for example, a small discrete group of academically high-achieving pupils? To pursue this issue further we can look at the A±C pass rates of GCSE music students (comparing it with the average for all subjects) and the points score (where A* = 7 points, A = 6 points etc.) (see Fig. 6 ).
The data show that the A±C pass rates for music, art and drama are above the average for all subjects and that this relationship is replicated in the average points score. Within this framework, the average points score and A±C pass rates for the three subjects maintain the same differential (with the scores in drama being higher than those for music, which are in turn higher than art and design).
If we focus on music we can con®rm that from this group of ®fteen subjects (which pupils may opt for at Key Stage 4), the A±C pass rate and points score are considerably above the average for all subjects. (All subjects in this case will include the core subjects: English, mathematics and science.) Within the sample of ®fteen subjects, music scores second highest in both points score and pass rates. We might start to hypothesise that: (a) music is easier to score highly in than other subjects (and therefore the small number of pupils who take it achieves good results); or (b) the pupils taking music are more able, more talented or more experienced (and therefore capable of achieving better results than the cohort as a whole).
The latter picture might be partly con®rmed by the results for art, which although above the average for all subjects, are lower than music (perhaps re¯ecting the larger cohort and wider ability spread of those who opt for the subject) (see Fig. 7 ).
Breakdown of uptake rates across the secondary sector
Having begun to build up a pro®le of the GCSE music examination, it will be useful to look at this pro®le in schools across the whole country. At this point I would like to express my thanks to OFSTED (particularly Janet Mills HMI, music specialist) for supplying me with some further data and useful analysis. OFSTED's analysis (February 1997 ) is based on 1995 (which we have already noted appears to be a typical year) and includes all 2916 secondary schools in England. The OFSTED information shows, not surprisingly, that there is a large number of schools falling into the average pro®le. Nearly two thirds of schools have between 2 per cent and 10 per cent of pupils taking GCSE music.
However, perhaps of more interest, are the extremes of the scale. 400 schools (14 per cent) apparently did not offer music as an option at GCSE level. More interesting still are the twenty-®ve schools who had uptake rates of 18±20 per cent and 40 with 20 per cent and above. These schools appear to suggest that there is no intrinsic reason why music GCSE should not be appropriate for more than the 6.8 per cent average who currently take it. Within the group with 20 per cent and above uptake there were: (a) A greater than average proportion of grammar schools (nationally one in twenty, and in the sample one in eight); (b) An average proportion of secondary modern schools; (c) A lower than average proportion of comprehensive schools (nationally nine out of ten, and in the sample eight out of ten); (d) A lower than average proportion of metropolitan schools (nationally 26 per cent, sample 18 per cent) and a greater than average proportion of London and Shire schools (11 per cent to 15 per cent and 63 per cent to 68 per cent respectively).
The data show that in mixed schools nationally, the gender balance taking music is quite even. Boys' schools tend to have lower uptake rates and girls' schools higher. In the group of schools with 20 per cent and above uptake there is no difference in the gender balance.
When analysed by type of school: (c) LEA schools have a lower uptake (6 per cent) than grant-maintained schools (7 per cent); (d) Metropolitan and London Schools have a low uptake at 5 per cent and shire schools are dominant in the range 6±14 per cent (with an average of 7 per cent).
There appears to be no relationship between free school meals and GCSE music uptake rates.
Does the music examination attract a range of candidates?
The short answer is that we simply do not know, and the available data cannot help us. We know that theoretically the GCSE examination is suitable for any candidate. We also know that relatively high proportions of candidates are likely to have received extra tuition on an instrument.
Conclusions from analysis of the data
(a) Music is taken by a relatively small number of pupils who score highly in the examination. (b) Numbers taking the examination appear to be stable. (c) The national uptake rate of 6.8 per cent hides some quite wide variations, and some schools have uptake rates of 20 per cent or more.
The analysis provides useful background information and a context for further exploration of this issue.
Exploring some reasons why the apparently relatively low uptake is surprising
In 1996 music was a foundation subject within the national curriculum and consequently had a status which might give rise to an expectation that uptake rates would be closer to those of other foundation subjects, and therefore higher than they are. The creation of a national curriculum including music meant that the subject theoretically acquired a status at least equal to that of other national curriculum subjects. The Dearing review of the national curriculum reinforced this notion, since its premise was that pupils would spend thirty-six hours at key stage 1 and forty-®ve hours at key stages 2 and 3, studying foundation subjects (including music). There is an argument for suggesting that a subject with suitable curriculum status and which pupils have studied between the ages of ®ve and fourteen should attract a reasonable number of students if it is offered as an option at key stage 4.
All pupils will follow a structured course in the study of music in key stages 1 to 3, which means that this country will have a population which is better educated, musically, than before. (DES, 1991) Pupils will also be better quali®ed, at the age of 14, to decide whether to study the subject to a higher level. (DES, 1991) In the context of actual uptake rates these statements might seem to be have been optimistic and naõ Ève. This view was, however, widely believed. Once the original national curriculum proposals were reviewed and music was removed as a compulsory subject after the age of fourteen we ®nd this justi®cation:
It remains the case that all pupils will be required to follow the national curriculum in both art and music from the age of 5 to 14. More pupils can be expected, in consequence, to wish to pursue these subjects subsequently. (NCC, 1991) Of course it is possible that music will become more popular in the future as its position within the curriculum is consolidated.
A question begins to emerge as to whether music's relatively low uptake rate re¯ects the option choices offered by schools. Generally, however, option choices operate within some kind of market economy. At present there is little evidence to show that there are many more students who wish to opt for music than can be accommodated by school option choices. Art, however, often appears in more than one option column ± not because the school has made this philosophical decision but because there is a demand from students. The numbers opting for music are consistently lower than those for art. They are also consistently lower than those for subjects such as drama, which many would see as having been devalued by not being included as a separate national curriculum subject.
Music is a popular out-of-school pastime for pupils, who will often spend a large amount of time listening to music at home and a good proportion of their disposable income on it. However the large proportion of these pupils will probably listen to contemporary popular styles, which may be at odds with more traditional, classical styles prevalent within schools. There is an interesting potential cultural dissonance here between the interests of young people and the training and background of most music teachers.
School music curricula in Britain are drawn extensively from the musical culture of the middle classes in the form of`classical' and`serious' music. (Vulliamy and Shepherd, 1984) Music often has considerable extra resources allocated to it in the form of individual or group instrumental teaching which generally takes place during school curriculum time. It is unique in this respect. There is currently little hard evidence on numbers receiving extra tuition. The generally accepted view seems to be that 7±10 per cent of the cohort would represent an average for the whole country. This ®gure would mask variations between local education authorities.
Music is seen as having a particular`special' status. Its importance in schools often revolves around extra-curricular activity. The school's band, orchestra or choir is seen as a measure of musical health and used by schools as a marketing medium. These groups consist of a small proportion of a school population. It is possible that they may contribute negatively towards the perceptions which the majority of pupils hold about school music.
Often the emphasis given to the extended curriculum means that insuf®cient time and energy is given to class music, which can result in key stage 4 courses being ®lled by those who are involved in the extended curriculum. (SCAA, 1997) What reasons can we hypothesise for this situation?
We might begin to consider some reasons why music seems to be relatively unpopular. All these reasons require further exploration, which is intended to form the basis for future research by the author.
(1) Music education is not catering well for the needs and interests of pupils aged ®ve to fourteen. Despite being a curriculum entitlement, at the point where it becomes optional, music is a subject which the majority of pupils appear keen to give up. It is possible that this is related to negative prior experiences. If this is the case, it is clearly an important issue for music education.
The Key Stage 4 curriculum frequently fails to build progressively on pupils' experience in Key Stage 3. In particular, listening/appraising may be taught separately from performing and composing. (OFSTED, 1996) It may be that GCSE is seen as being separate from and different from prior musical experiences.
Schools should devise and implement a music curriculum for Key Stage 4 which builds appropriately on pupils' previous musical experience. (OFSTED, 1996: 21) At the heart of this issue are the attitudes of pupils to school music. Very little recent research has been carried out in this area. The views of Malcolm Ross are presented forcefully, although sometimes appear unsupported by clear methodology. This is a shame since they make interesting and provocative reading.
What we now have is a music curriculum that, apparently, most music teachers are pleased to see and happy to teach. Which doesn't of course mean that we have advanced very far in the direction of dealing with music's fundamental weakness as a subject in the school curriculum: the kids are bored. (Ross, 1995: 188 ) (2) Music may be perceived as unimportant by parents who transmit this view to their children, perhaps re¯ecting negative feelings about their own music education. This may re¯ect perceptions that music is not a vocationally useful subject.
(3) Schools may discriminate against music when setting up option choices at Key Stage 4. It is dif®cult to see why this might be the case, and it is relatively common to ®nd secondary schools supporting quite small GCSE music groups, despite the fact that they do not make good economic sense.
(4) Pupils may feel that GCSE music requires prior experience and expertise on a musical instrument, perhaps gained through individual lessons. Teachers may feel this as well and actively discourage pupils from taking the examination course unless they have experience outside class music lessons.
There remains a gulf in perceptions of school music between the majority who have not had the good fortune to acquire instrumental and music reading skills outside the con®nes of the classroom, and the minority who have. (Spencer, 1993: 73) In this context the phrase`good fortune' appears to be very revealing.
(5) Music may not be a suitable examination subject and therefore pupils ®nd the course unappealing.
A review of the constraints placed on music teachers by examinations in the subject at key stage 4 might prove timely in helping teachers address a worrying situation. (Ross and Kamba, 1997: 67) (6) Gender issues may have a strong impact on music uptake rates, for example, if more boys took the subject the uptake rates would be higher. The split in attitudes to music appears to start earlier than the 14+ option choices.
Twenty nine teachers further comment that again, more girls than boys play instruments, often outnumbering boys by 2:1 and in many cases signi®cantly more... Two further teachers mention that more girls than boys participate in extra-curricular activities and concerts, without specifying whether they mean instrumental or vocal. (Green, 1993) Conclusion GCSE music is generally considered to be a success story. Certainly there are many more students taking the examination than previously took GCE O-level and CSE examinations combined. In this sense it has been a success. However, the numbers taking music appear to have stabilised at around 7 per cent of the student population. Compared with other optional subjects, this is a low ®gure, presented here as a negative issue. There are music educators who will not see it in this light and this, in itself, is problematic. We need to be honest when asking ourselves whether we want more students to take GCSE music. If we do we shall have to cater for wider ranges of ability and experience, and address the issue of just how appropriate the examination really is for those students who have not received extra instrumental or vocal tuition. Or, even more worryingly, why it is that music teaching may currently not enable and encourage all students to consider GCSE music as a realistic option? Students clearly prefer art or drama. They also prefer religious education, home economics and sports studies. Whilst accepting that GCSE uptake rates are not the whole story, this barometer of student's opinion should surely not be ignored.
The issue is complex and touches on the position of music as a curriculum subject. This includes the tensions felt between its other role, as an extracurricular activity. The complexity means that no solutions are offered here. There are no panaceas. Further research is needed but such research will be of no value if we are happy to accept the status quo. If we do we could be in danger of losing music as a subject within the national curriculum for younger pupils during some future review. After all, what is the point in including the subject if 93 per cent do not want to carry on with it? As music educators, we know the answer to this question, because we believe in the value of the subject. It seems timely to consider ways in which we can make it more attractive to our`customers'.
